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Abstract 
 
Praetorius Björk, M. (2016). Bio-behavioral inquiries regarding cognitive aging and distance to 
death: The role of gender, APOE, grip strength and subjective memory. Department of Psychology, 
University of Gothenburg, Sweden 
 
To better understand the nature of cognitive functioning later in life, it is important to gain further 
knowledge regarding factors that contribute to cognitive aging. Therefore, the overall aim of this thesis 
was to investigate cognitive change in relation to a select set of bio-behavioral markers (i.e. gender, 
APOE, grip strength and subjective memory) while taking time to death into account. The studies are 
all based on the OCTO-Twin study, a Swedish longitudinal population-based study on people aged 80 
years and older, assessed every other year, at a maximum of five times. 
 
The aim of study I was to examine gender differences in levels and rates of change in cognitive 
performance in the oldest old in the context of time to death. The study did not show any cognitive 
differences between men and women, with the exception that men showed a steeper rate of decline in 
semantic memory. This effect was driven by those who had developed dementia and therefore 
declined at a faster rate than women.  
 
The aim of study II was to explicate the assumed negative association between the apolipoprotein E 
(APOE) ε4 and levels and rates of cognitive change later in life. We found that there was a negative 
effect of the APOE ε4 allele prior to death also late in life, especially when it came to episodic 
memory performance. Notably, the influence of APOE on levels and rates of change was highly 
influenced by incident dementia.  
 
The aim of Study III was to examine potential associations regarding levels and change between 
cognitive performance and grip strength later in life. The results indicated consistent developmental 
associations across all cognitive domains in levels and rates of cognitive change and grip strength.  
 
In study IV, we investigated level and rate of change in subjective memory in relation to impending 
death, in addition to its associations with objective memory measurements. The results showed a 
subjective decline in memory in relation to impending death and that the level and within-person 
change in subjective memory and objective memory are related. In sum, this thesis shows that gender, 
APOE, grip strength and subjective memory are related to cognitive decline in relation to impending 
death.  
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